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	1. Arachnide

_Disclaimer: "Miraculous: Tales of Ladybug and Cat Noir" and all derivative works are the intellectual property of Thomas Astruc, Zagtoons, Disney, Nickelodeon, and a lot of other people. n00btmntfan is not associated in any way with the makers of "Miraculous." This story is nothing but a fan-based expansion and commentary on the source material and should not be understood as anything beyond that. _

**Author's Note: So, I just discovered this show and I loved it. I have watched all 26 episodes of the show and this story takes place after all of them. Contains spoilers for "Jackady" ("Simon Says") and "Volpina" in particular. Having watched both the French episodes with English subs and the English dubbed episodes that have been released, my version of their styles of speech is probably going to be somewhere between the two. Despite the fact that my story is written in English, it is to be understood that they are all speaking French. I actually like "Papillon" better than "Hawk Moth," but since "Butterfly" just sounds unbearably silly in English, I'm going with "Hawk Moth." I'll be omitting a lot of the accents on names (like Mylene and Chloe) because it's easier that way. (Hopefully you'll come to forgive me for that.) Now that all of that's out of the way, on to the story!**

Marinette drifted along the boundary of sleep and waking, caught somewhere between a dream and reality. Her alarm was going off, and a soft, squeaky voice said her name. Yet she was Ladybug, sitting at school and failing a chemistry exam. Chloe sat behind her, snuggling with Adrien, who grinned widely.

"So, Ladybug," Cat Noir said, leaning over the desk. "You don't need this. I'm all the chemistry you'll ever need!" He snatched away the exam paper and started singing along with the alarm that kept going off in the background.

Marinette tried to grab the paper. "Cut it out, Cat Noir! I have to pass this exam or Adrien and Chloe will get married!"

Cat Noir stopped singing. "So? Why would you want Adrien when you could have me?"

"Ugh. Why would I want you?"

"For starters, I want you and Adrien doesn't. Adrien will _never _love you, Marinette."

"You know my name?"

"Of course I do." Cat Noir reached out and tugged on Marinette's hair. "Marinette. Marineeette."

"Stop it!"

"Marineeette…"

"Leave me alone!"

"MARINETTE!"

With a scream, Marinette jolted into full consciousness.

"There she is," squeaked Tikki, pulling playfully on Marinette's hair. "I thought you'd never wake up."

"Ugghhh." Marinette turned off the alarm on her phone. "I had the weirdest dream."

Tikki giggled. "So I heard. But don't worry. Failing the exam will probably not make Adrien marry Chloe."

"You…heard?"

"Oh, yes. You were talking in your sleep. Tell me, what was Cat Noir doing?"

Marinette stretched. "What else? Flirting with me and messing things up."

"Don't you think that's a little harsh, Marinette? Cat Noir has helped you many times."

"Yeah, but I can't even keep count of how many times I've had to save his sorry tail."

Yawning deeply, Marinette got out of bed and stumbled into the bathroom for her shower. She took off her pajamas and brushed the knots out of her hair while she waited for the water to heat up, softly singing the words to her favorite Jagged Stone song. When she stuck her hand into the stream of water, she gasped when she found that it was frigid. She tossed on a bathrobe and shouted down the stairs.

"Mom! Dad! There's no hot water!"

Her mom came up the stairs, a distraught expression on her face. "I know, honey. The water heater broke this morning. We've called somebody already, but they can't be here until this afternoon."

"What am I going to do for a shower, though? I can't skip washing my hair today—it's all greasy."

"Just use the dry shampoo and some perfume like everyone else, Marinette. You can wait until later."

Marinette thought of Adrien, who seemed to be taking a shower every time that she had dropped by his place as Ladybug. If she ran into him today, with all of the buildup from an extra day's worth of dry shampoo and smelling extra strongly of perfume, he would certainly not be impressed. "Mom…I _have _to shower today."

"If you're that desperate, you'll have to take a cold shower, then. I'm sorry."

With a groan, Marinette went back into the bathroom. "Not exactly a promising start to the day."

One freezing shower later, a shivering Marinette came down the stairs, dressed for school. With all of her books in her bag and Tikki securely in her purse, she grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl that sat on the counter.

"Not going to sit down to eat?" her father asked.

"No, Dad. I need to get to school early today to make sure that I'm ready for the big chemistry test. Alya has some notes on redox reactions that I need to go over."

Her father frowned. "Why don't you look over your own notes from the class?"

The image of a fluttering black Akuma flashed through Marinette's mind. Fortunately, it was a small job, as Hawk Moth had picked a pretty poor candidate. She and Cat Noir had wrapped the whole thing up in minutes. However, it was still enough to make her miss the first twenty minutes of class. "Erm…I lost mine."

"Hmm. All right then. Good luck, honey."

"You too! With the water heater, I mean."

"Oh, that's nothing. The mechanic will be here before you get home, and then you can take a nice hot shower."

"I can't shower twice in the same day! That will fry my hair!"

Her dad rolled his eyes. "You women and your beauty routines. I will never understand."

Marinette giggled. "Just kidding." She stood on her tiptoes to give him a peck on the cheek. "Bye, Dad." Adjusting her bag, she headed out the door for school.

* * *

><p>Marinette had finished eating her banana by the time she arrived at school. She tossed the peel into the nearest trash can before heading up the steps that led to the front door. Alya leaned against the door, fiddling around on her phone.<p>

"Hi, Alya!" Marinette called.

Alya looked up. "Hey, girl!" She stuck her phone in her pocket and opened her bag. "I've got those chem notes you asked for."

"You're a lifesaver. I don't know what I'd do without you."

"Lose your head, probably." Alya giggled and handed the notes to Marinette. "You've got about ten minutes to look over those before classes start, though you might be able to get away with reading them in Ms. Bustier's classroom if you're careful."

Marinette swooped her eyes over Alya's untidy handwriting. "Thanks, I—"

Adrien's voice came from behind them. "I'm telling you, Nino, I was sick that day. Can't I borrow yours?"

Marinette whirled around to see Adrien and Nino coming up the steps. Her stomach tossed and her knees felt weak. Ugh, why was it that seeing Adrien did this to her _every time_?

"Uh, well…" Nino scratched the back of his neck. "Tell you the truth, dude, I didn't take notes. My notebook is just full of doodles. Oh, hey, Alya!"

Alya grinned. "Hey, Nino," she said playfully. She walked over and gave Nino a hug. "You ready for the big test today?"

Nino shrugged. "Not too worried about it."

"Well, I am," Adrien said, folding his arms. "Alya, I don't suppose you have notes from the day we covered redox, do you?"

"I do," Alya said, "but Marinette's got them right now."

Marinette's heart nearly stopped when she realized that Adrien was looking at her. Those green eyes were looking at _her…_

"I don't suppose I could borrow those when you're done, could I?" Adrien asked, with a winning smile.

"C-can course of you," Marinette stammered. "Er…I mean, of course you can. No problem."

"Great," Adrien said. "There's a ten minute break right before chemistry class. Can I borrow them then?"

Marinette froze and just grinned stupidly.

Adrien blinked and shifted uncomfortably in response.

"Sure, Adrien," Alya said. "I'll make sure she remembers. See you in class, guys."

"See ya," Nino said.

"See you, Alya," Adrien said. "See you, Marinette."

Marinette uttered an unintelligible syllable as Nino and Adrien walked away. Once they were out of earshot, she groaned. "Oh, Alya…"

Alya laughed. "Girl, you seriously need to get a grip. He's just a guy. If you treat him like that, and think of him like that, I'm sure talking to him will get much easier. And you'll probably creep him out a lot less."

"What? Oh, no! Do you think I creeped him out?"

"A little bit. But don't worry—I'm sure you can make it up. Just play it cool when you hand off the notes, okay?"

"Right. Play it cool."

"Speaking of notes, you should probably look over those."

"Look over what?"

"The notes! Look over the notes!"

A scream echoed through the entry hall, making Marinette and Alya jump. Genevieve, one of the girls in the class below them, hopped up and down, screaming, "Kill it! Kill it! Kill it!" Her bag lay in a heap on the ground next to her, where a couple of plastic knitting needles and some yarn had spilled out.

Marinette ran over to Genevieve's side. "What is it?"

Practically white, Genevieve pointed a shaking finger at the big hairy spider that scuttled away under the bench in front of the lockers.

"Come on, Genevieve, it's just a spider," Alya said. "Nothing to be afraid of."

Marinette grimaced. "A really big spider…yech."

"Don't tell me _you're_ afraid of spiders, Marinette."

Marinette bit her lip. "As a rule, no…not if they're outside, doing spidery things…you know, _away_ from me. But if they're _inside…" _She shuddered as she stooped over to pick up Genevieve's knitting bag for her.

Alya laughed. "Seriously. Only a few spiders are dangerous. There's no reason to be scared."

"Thanks, Marinette," Genevieve said, as Marinette handed the knitting bag back to her. She slung the cross-body strap over her shoulder. "They're just so icky."

Chloe walked up to the lockers with Sabrina in tow. "What are you losers all talking about?"

"I—I just saw a spider the size of a dinner plate," Genevieve said. "It's under the bench, and I—"

Chloe screamed. "It's in your hair!"

Like a fuse had been lit, Genevieve exploded. She ran in circles, screaming and crying, frantically tearing at her hair.

Chloe doubled over laughing, clinging to Sabrina for support. "Oh my gosh—Sabrina, tell me you got a vid of this idiot dancing her idiot dance for us."

Grinning, Sabrina held up her phone. "Of course I did! I'm sharing it on the school's social network as we speak."

Genevieve's face turned red, and tears started to leak out of her eyes. "No, don't! I—"

"Aaaand…done!"

Lip quivering, Genevieve turned and ran to the girls' room.

"What is your problem, Chloe?" Alya said, putting her hands on her hips. "It's not enough that you treat everyone in our grade like a piece of trash, so you have to do it to the younger classes, too?"

"Pssh," Chloe hissed. She opened her locker and fussed with her hair in front of the small mirror inside. "Idiots are idiots, whatever the grade, know what I mean?" She put a finger over her lip. "Oh, wait. You would, since you _are _one. Come on, Sabrina." She slammed her locker shut and walked away.

Marinette clenched her fists. "I can't believe her. It's not like she wouldn't react the same way if she thought a spider was in her hair."

Alya laughed. "That is a prank that totally needs to happen. And then we'll get a vid of _her _running around and screaming, and see how she likes it."

"I should probably go see if Genevieve is okay."

"Girl, that's sweet and all, but don't you need to look over the notes for the test? I'll go check on her, okay?"

"Thanks, Alya."

"No prob. You just study the notes. Oh, and keep an eye out for Mr. Spider."

Marinette giggled. "If by 'keep an eye out' you mean 'squish it the instant I see it,' then I will."

With a wave, Alya turned and headed off to the girls' room. Marinette sat down on the bench and squinted at Alya's notebook. Her handwriting crept across the page in an untidy scrawl, and the margins of the book were filled with doodles of ladybugs.

"Okay," she muttered. "So when an electron gets added, the ion becomes negative…so reduction is adding an electron, and oxidization is taking one away, right? Ah, that seems so backwards…"

A series of screams exploded from the direction of the girls' room. One by one, they all grew silent, as if the voices' owners were being put out like lamps. Marinette tossed the notes aside and ran to the bathroom, hesitantly pushing open the door. Three or four cocoons the size of people were glued the floor with massive amounts of spider web. Alya stood in the corner by the sinks, huddling against the wall, staring up at the ceiling.

"Alya?"

Wide-eyed, Alya whipped her head around. "Marinette," she whispered. "Run."

A deep growl came from the ceiling, sending shivers down Marinette's spine. Slowly, she lifted her eyes to ceiling.

A massive spider, the size of a person, hung from one of the ceiling's crossbeams. Marinette froze. Each one of its eight eyes were like a domed mirror, and its two fangs dripped a green substance than fell to the floor and sizzled. Each one of its eight appendages prickled with brown hair, and all of them ended in brown hairy human-like hands. A knitting bag was strapped across its body, filled with white balls of yarn that looked suspiciously like the same substance that held people glued to the floor.

Marinette's stomach tossed. "Genevieve?"

"Genevieve is gone," the spider thing said, its voice a horrible grating sound. "I am Arachnid. And now everyone will be afraid of _me_!" Several hands moved faster than Marinette could see and wove together a net of webbing that went flying at Alya. Alya screamed before she disappeared under the mass of sticky white threads and went silent.

"Alya!" Marinette barely had time to dodge before the webbing came at her. The net of webs covered the door to the girls' room. Horrified, she froze and stared at the wall of webbing that stood where the door once was. Green acid seeped through the fabric of the webs and massive fangs tore it open. With a scream Marinette ran for the janitor's closet, dodging massive balls of spider web as she ran.

One by one, all the other students milling about the school saw Arachnid and started to scream. One scream rang out higher than the rest, one that Marinette would now recognize anywhere.

Chloe.

Arachnid stopped chasing Marinette and turned its attention toward Chloe, whose face had gone white with fear. "Who's afraid now, idiot?"

Chloe screamed "Daddy!" and ran.

Marinette ducked into the janitor's closet. "What a mess. The bell hasn't even _rung _yet." She popped open her purse. "Tikki, we have to transform. Spots on!"


	2. Un Bague Absent

Adrien settled down in the front row of Ms. Bustier's classroom, opening up his bag and pulling out his books. For literature that day, they were supposed to have read the first five chapters of _Les Miserables, _but Adrien had only managed to read the first one, due to helping Ladybug out with an Akumatized villain the night before.

"Can you believe how boring this book is?" Nino groaned, pulling out his copy of the text. "Super lame. I thought there was like, revolution and stuff."

Adrien laughed. "Yeah, Hugo can be a little dry. Last year, I had to read _The Hunchback of Notre Dame, _and it started out about as excitingly."

"And you managed to finish that? Ugh. My mom tried to get me to read it once. Boring."

"I actually thought it was pretty—"

A series of screams echoed throughout the school. Nino jumped up and ran to the door to look out. "Whoa, dude! There's like—a giant spider thing after Chloe!"

"What?" Adrien leapt up from his seat and looked out. His stomach somersaulted at the sight of the massive spider—he did _not _like spiders. No—forget that, he _hated _spiders. And now some poor soul had been Akumatized into the world's most hideous spider-thing, and he and Ladybug were going to have to fight against it with all its horrible legs and eyes and those nasty fangs…

He shuddered. Normally, he leapt at the chance to fight—anything to escape the pressures of his regular life—but he suddenly wished that he was doing a fashion shoot on the other side of Paris. No. Forget Paris. The other side of the world.

But he knew that unless he acted, this thing was going to keep on terrorizing the school. It seemed like Ladybug wasn't on the scene yet, so he would have to protect the other kids until she showed up and could figure out where the Akuma was.

"I'm, uh, going to call the police," Adrien said, opening the door to the classroom and running out.

"Adrien! Wait!" Nino called.

Adrien ignored him and ran as fast as he could to the nearest rest room. He burst in, made sure that no one was there, and shouted, "Plagg! Claws out!"

Plagg crept out from under Adrien's jacket. "Oh, that's not good. You don't have your ring!"

"What?" Adrien held his hand in front of his face, staring at the empty place where the ring should have been. "But—that's not possible! I had it last night, after we got back!"

"Maybe it just slipped off while you were sleeping," Plagg said. "It's probably tangled up in your sheets."

"Well, if my ring is gone, why are you still here?"

"The only way I'd be gone is if you purposely took it off. Remember the freezer?"

"Yeah, I remember you didn't help me out any, too. How come you didn't tell me my ring was gone before we left the house?"

"I wasn't paying attention," Plagg said. "I was busy."

Adrien folded his arms. "You mean you were eating camembert."

"Isn't that what I just said?"

"Argh! Is Ladybug's Kwami this useless?"

"Useless?" Plagg folded his arms. "Hmph. See if I ever transform you again."

"I didn't mean—"

The screams that echoed through the halls were interrupted with cheers. "It's Ladybug!" somebody shouted.

Adrien cracked open the door and peeked out. Ladybug was down in the gym, whirling her yo-yo to fend off giant blobs of webbing that the huge spider thing flung at her.

"There, you see?" Plagg said. "Ladybug's got it. We can go home and find your ring, then we'll come back and help."

"If it's not too late by then," Adrien muttered. "Let's not waste any time." He held open his jacket so Plagg could hide again. Once Plagg was hidden, Adrien burst out of the rest room and made a break for the school exit.

It was total chaos. Students ran all over to place, trying to escape the flying blobs of web that the spider-thing was flinging everywhere.

"Adrien! Help me!"

Adrien glanced over his shoulder to see Chloe running toward him, away from the giant spider. He ran back to her, grabbed her by the wrist, and practically dragged her toward the school exit.

"Why do these things always come after me?" Chloe whined.

Adrien rolled his eyes. "I think I have an idea."

"Oh, because they're all jealous of me, right?"

"Sure, Chloe. That's definitely it."

They were almost to the exit when a massive net of webbing flew through the air and sealed off the doorway. Adrien skidded to a halt, but Chloe tripped and fell forward, slamming right into the web. She struggled to pull away from it.

"I'm stuck!" she screamed, her voice muffled. "Adrien, help me!"

Adrien went to grab one of her hands, but both of them were pressed into the sticky spider web. So he grabbed her at the waist and started to pull.

"Ow-w-w! You're hurting me!"

"Sorry, Chloe, I just—"

A shadow suddenly covered both of them and a warm gust of foul-smelling breath swept over them. "Chloe," said the spider thing, "who's the idiot now?"

"Ugh! Adrien is! He can't even get me out of this!"

From anyone else, the words might have stung, but Adrien knew Chloe too well to be offended by anything that she said, least of all under pressure. Slowly, Adrien looked over his shoulder and almost threw up when he saw that the massive spider was inches away from them. Bright green venom dripped from its fangs and fell, sizzling, to the floor.

"Get out of the way, Adrien," the spider said. "I don't want to hurt you."

Adrien let go of Chloe's waist and turned around, wishing with all his heart that he had his staff so that he could drive this hideous thing back. "I'm not just going to stand aside and let you hurt Chloe."

The spider's arms moved in a blur, weaving together a net. Adrien cringed as he realized what was about to happen to him. There was no way he was going to get home to find his ring now.

A yo-yo sailed through the air and struck the spider on the head. "Get away from them, Arachnid," Ladybug shouted. "I'm not going to let you hurt any more people."

Arachnid turned around. "Give me your Miraculous, and maybe I won't."

Ladybug narrowed her eyes. "Come and get it." She performed a series of flips away from Arachnid, who scuttled after her.

_She's so awesome_, Adrien thought, his heart skipping a beat. Motion caught his eye. A single strand of webbing fluttered down through the air and landed in one of the puddles of venom, where it dissolved. "The venom dissolves the webs."

"Well then hurry up and get me out of here!" Chloe screamed.

_Better yet, you stay out of the way and Ladybug will get you out of this with Miraculous Ladybug, _Adrien thought. He looked around for a stick or anything he could coat in venom to slice an opening in the web, so that he could get through and get home to find his ring. He turned around back toward the gym to see Ladybug wrap her yo-yo around the basketball hoop and swing through the air. A net of webbing went flying.

It caught her mid-swing. She plummeted to the ground, nothing but her head exposed. She grunted and struggled against the web. "Cat Noir, I could use a little help right about now!" she shouted.

"No matter," said Arachnid. "Your bitty kitty friend will show up eventually. But it will be too late for you." Arachnid opened its venom-dripping maw, poising to pierce its horrible fangs straight into Ladybug.

"Where _are_ you, Cat Noir?"

Adrien's heart plummeted into his stomach. He burst into a fevered run and interposed for Ladybug just as the hideous fangs came down. One of them missed him, but the other pierced down through his right shoulder. With a strangled scream, Arachnid stumbled back. As it did, the fang broke off inside of Adrien's body and he fell to his knees.

"Adrien! No!" Ladybug screamed.

Searing pain shot through Adrien's chest, but then he felt nothing at all as numbness followed after it. Sweat poured from his temples. His right arm was already paralyzed. He reached up with his left arm, grabbed hold of the fang, and ripped it out of his body. Blood started to gush from the wound. The fang, coated in blood, continued to drip green venom.

"Hold on, Ladybug," Adrien rasped. He took the fang and used it to slice through the webbing that engulfed her. The acid cut through the webs instantly, and in a moment, she was able to move despite the clumps of web still clinging to her.

"Adrien!" Ladybug cried. "Oh, Adrien…"

"Go on! Stop that thing!" With a groan, Adrien fell the rest of the way to the ground and started to convulse.

Everything went black.

* * *

><p>What could have been instants or years later, Adrien opened his eyes and sat up from the floor. The pain in his chest was gone, and his arm could move again. Dazed, he looked around the gym. Students cheered. There were no webs anywhere.<p>

A gentle hand touched his shoulder. Adrien slowly turned his head to see Ladybug kneeling next to him.

"Adrien…I can't ever thank you enough." She smiled at him, and his stomach flipped.

"Well…you've saved me so many times…and that mangy Cat Noir hadn't shown up, so…"

"Adrikins!" Chloe physically pushed Ladybug out of the way and threw her arms around Adrien. "Oh, Adrikins, you're so brave!" She planted kiss after kiss on Adrien's cheek. "Saving Ladybug like that! And then you killed that hideous monster!"

Adrien pushed Chloe away from him. "Wait…I killed it?"

"When its fang broke off, it just sort of stumbled back and did nothing," Ladybug said, standing up and offering a hand to Adrien. "Like it didn't even know what to do. It was easy enough for me to get the knitting bag and get at the Akuma after that."

Adrien took her hand and she pulled him up off the floor. Once again, Chloe threw her arms around him. He dodged her as she went in to plant another kiss on him. "A little space, Chloe?"

Chloe pouted. "Fine." She stood back and folded her arms.

"Anyway," Ladybug said, looking down at the floor and blushing, "thanks for saving my life, Adrien. I'll, uh…let you get back to your girlfriend."

"She's not my girlfriend," Adrien said hastily. "We've just been friends for a really long time, right, Chloe?"

"Hmph." Chloe turned and stomped away.

"Oh. The way she was kissing you, I thought that maybe…"

"Nope. Just friends."

"Good." Ladybug's blush deepened. "I mean, uh, it's good to have friends." Her earring beeped. "Oh. I, uh, have to go."

Before Adrien could say anything else, Ladybug ran from the school. He followed after her, but by the time he'd reached the door, she was gone.

Marinette walked around the corner. When she saw Adrien, she jumped. "A-Adrien! H-h-hi. Think they'll cancel the, uh, chemistry test because of this?"

"We can only hope," Adrien said, grinning. "Hey, did you see Ladybug?"

"Huh? Oh, yeah—she went that way. She seemed like she was in a really big hurry."

Adrien sighed. Of course she had to get away, to keep her identity a secret. If she wouldn't tell Cat Noir who she was, why would she tell anyone who wasn't a superhero? "So, what are you doing out here?"

"Huh? Oh…she—I mean I—I mean…I had to get some fresh air after all that ruckus. I really don't much like spiders."

"Me either. They're horrible."

Marinette just grinned and stared at Adrien.

Adrien cringed inwardly. He was used to girls acting this way around him, but he had hoped since that he and Marinette were friends, she would be a little more cool about it, and see him for the person he was instead of the famous model that everybody else saw, like Nino did. Heck, even Ladybug seemed to act weird around him…

His heart skipped. Did that mean that _Ladybug_ liked him? She was all cool and confidence around Cat Noir, but around Adrien, she seemed to get nervous the way a lot of other women did. A sinking feeling went through him. Did that mean that Ladybug only saw him for the famous model, too? She barely knew him outside of that and the few times they had interacted.

Maybe nobody would ever see Adrien Agreste for who he really was. The model was all the world saw him as. Sometimes he wondered if his own father saw him as anything beyond that.

"Well, I'll see you later, Marinette. Here's to hoping there's no exam today."

_And here's to hoping that I can find my Miraculous once I get home again, _he thought, as he turned around and walked back inside. He jumped when he saw that Chloe stood right behind him.

"Hey, _best friend_," Chloe said. "If they cancel school today, you want to go get some ice cream?" She grabbed him by the arm.

Adrien rolled his eyes. "No thanks. I think I just want to go home."


	3. Menace D'une Arme

Sabine walked into the bakery's front, holding the business phone in her hand. "Tom, we just got an order for fifteen baguettes. They want to pick them up at four."

Tom held up a finger, then pointed at the cell phone he held next to his ear. "Okay, honey, I just wanted to make sure you were okay. They were talking about the school on the radio again…Oh, so are they cancelling school for the rest of the day?" There was a long pause "Mm. Let me ask your mother." Tom covered the microphone with his hand and looked up and Sabine. "It's Marinette. She said that Ladybug had to come stop a giant spider at school, and that everyone was so rattled that the principal decided to cancel the rest of the day."

Sabine bit her lip. "Is she okay?"

"Oh, yes. Everyone is fine. The teachers just thought that so much excitement would make the learning environment stressful. Anyway, Marinette wants to know if it's okay if she goes over to Alya's."

"On another day, perhaps yes. But Tom, we have four cakes to decorate _and_ all those baguettes. You know how good Marinette is with the cakes…"

Tom uncovered the microphone. "No, honey, not today. We need your help at the bakery. It doesn't matter what we would do if you still had school, you don't, and we need your help! Alya can come here if she wants…no, we're not going to put her to work too. Yes, we'll pay you. Just come home and help out, please. It's cake decorating, if that helps at all. But you're so good with the cakes! Just be home, all right?" Tom hit 'end' on his cell phone and gave an exasperated groan. "Teenagers."

"She'll get over it," Sabine said. "Once she gets into decorating the cakes, she'll be happier. The fashion designer comes out in her."

Tom grinned. "Our little fashionista, and she owes it all to her humble beginnings of decorating cakes."

"Well, I'm going to head back into the kitchen to get everything measured out for those baguettes, so that all we have to do is proof the yeast at the right time."

"Okay, darling. Would you please peek at the cakes in the oven? I need to reorganize the pastry case."

Sabine nodded and kissed Tom on the cheek before walking into the kitchen. She set the phone down on its cradle and hummed to herself as she peered into the oven. The cakes were doming up beautifully.

_Perfect, as usual, my dearest Tom, _she thought. She loved her husband more than anything in the world, and even after twenty years of marriage, she still never ceased to be amazed by how talented he was at his job. There was nothing that he could not get flour to do for him, almost as if he was a great horse trainer whose whispers encouraged even the wildest horses to be still and calm. He was truly a magician.

She smiled at the thought as she went to measure out flour for the baguettes. She chuckled to herself. She hardly knew why she bothered measuring, since Tom would always use less or more than the amount based on the day's humidity. But he claimed that it helped him, so she did. Fleetingly, she wondered if he only did things like this to make her feel useful.

The door to the bakery chimed as someone walked in.

"Good morning, sir," Tom said cheerfully. "How may I help you?"

"Your money. All of it."

Sabine's whole body went cold. Silently, she stole up to the kitchen door and peeked around the corner. A masked man held a gun pointed straight at Tom's heart. She had heard about a string of holdups in the area. Usually, there were no casualties, as long as the shop owners cooperated with the criminal. Her heart sank as she heard Tom open the cash register.

"You think I'm interested in just your cash drawer? Where's your safe?"

Sabine grabbed the phone from its cradle and started to dial. Even if she could not prevent their money from being taken, she could at least give the police a jump start on bringing this lowlife to justice.

"Police?" she whispered. "My place of business is being held up by a thief. I think he's the same one who—" Her fingers, slippery from flour, lost their grip on the phone. She caught it as it slipped, but accidentally tapped a button as it fell.

It was the speaker button.

"What is your address, Madame?" the dispatcher asked, his voice ringing out loudly through the kitchen.

"Who's in the kitchen?" shouted the criminal.

Sabine took a few stumbling steps backward as she heard the man come toward the kitchen. As soon as she saw him, she froze. He stomped on the phone, crushing it beneath his feet. He walked toward her. "That was a mistake." He raised his gun.

Tom burst in and tried to grab it away.

Too afraid to scream or move, Sabine stood frozen while she watched her husband and the criminal wrestle for control of the gun.

The gun discharged.

The bullet flew straight into Tom's head. A shower of blood spattered the wall behind him.

Heartbeat by heartbeat, Sabine watched as her husband fell to the floor. The criminal immediately turned and ran out of store, the doors chiming as he left.

The merry chime seemed like nothing but a death knell.

* * *

><p>Walking home, Marinette kicked a stray rock as hard as she could.<p>

"But Marinette, you _like _decorating cakes," Alya said.

Marinette groaned. "I do, but that's not the point! I'm only supposed to have to work in the bakery on weekends and holidays."

"Technically, since school is out, it is a holiday."

"Thanks for pointing that out."

"Come on, it'll be fun! I'll be there, right? We can still talk."

"Yeah, but with my parents listening?"

Alya laughed. "I've got to admit, it'd be nice to hear you talk about something other than Adrien for a change."

"You're one to talk. All you ever talk about is your LadyBlog."

"Well, Ladybug is tons more interesting than Adrien. I mean, yeah, Adrien's hot and all, but he doesn't go around saving the world all the time."

"Didn't you hear? Adrien _saved _Ladybug's life today in the gym. Arachnid was about to kill Ladybug, and he jumped in the way and got bitten by that awful thing." Marinette's heart jumped at the memory. "He might not save the world all the time, but he saved Ladybug. He even got her out of the webs she was tied up in. And she wouldn't have been able to save everyone if it hadn't been for him."

"No way. Adrien did?"

"Yeah!" Marinette clasped her hands together next to her face. Was there anything _not _to like about Adrien? He was kind, and noble, and brave, and _so totally delicious…_

"I can't believe I missed it! I was trapped in the bathroom the whole time. I guess I'll have to interview Adrien tomorrow for the LadyBlog."

"And now we're back to the LadyBlog."

"What? We were back to the topic of Adrien _before _the topic of the LadyBlog."

Marinette giggled. "I guess we're a little one-note, huh?"

"Well, let's work on changing that," Alya said, nudging Marinette. "We can start by talking about cakes. I know you decorate some of them, but how long have you been doing it?"

"Oh, since I was ten. Papa showed me how to do it, and I sort of went from there. It's a lot like fashion design, with all of the little details. I'm still not as good as Papa—you should _see _the things he can do with fondant."

As they rounded the corner, Marinette jumped when she saw half a dozen police cars and an ambulance in front of the bakery. Two paramedics were wheeling a gurney out of the bakery.

Her heart stopped when she saw who was on it.

"_Papa_!" she screamed. She dropped everything and ran toward them. "Papa, oh no…"

Her mom ran out of the bakery and threw her arms around Marinette. "They said he's still alive, but that they have to get him to the hospital immediately." Tears ran down her cheeks, and her face was completely white. She started to sob. "Oh, Marinette…"

Alya stood a few paces away, her mouth hanging open in horror.

"Madame Cheng, will you be riding in the ambulance? We don't have room for your daughter, too."

"We'll follow in a taxi," Sabine said, sniffing.

The paramedic nodded before hopping into the ambulance and driving away, sirens wailing.

"Actually, Madame Cheng," said one of the police officers, "we need to ask you some questions before you go."

* * *

><p>Hours later, Marinette sat in the hospital waiting room. Her mom had put her arm around her, and Marinette leaned in and buried her face in her mom's shoulder. Alya sat on the other side of her, holding Marinette's hand tightly. The three of them sat in silence, except for the occasional sob that escaped Marinette or her mom.<p>

Marinette did not even know what to feel. Grief? No, it was too soon to grieve—not as long as there was a chance that her father was still alive. She did not want to grieve, because that was admitting defeat. But if her father died…then the last thing she had said to him was a disrespectful, _Fine! I'll be there!_

Not _I love you, Papa._

The thought made her sick with guilt.

They had been sitting there for three hours by the time a doctor walked up to them.

"Madame Cheng?" the doctor asked.

Sabine looked up. "Yes?"

"My name is Dr. Boyer. I'm the supervising doctor for your husband's case."

"What can you tell me?"

Dr. Boyer frowned. "Well, your husband is still alive. The bullet didn't kill him. But…Madame, I'm afraid that he's in a coma. He will be in a vegetative state for the rest of his life. I'm sorry."

Marinette burst into tears. Her heart was torn into a million shreds. Her father was gone. He might as well be dead. She would never hear his voice again. They would never play Mecha Strike III together again.

"Oh, Marinette…" Alya whispered, squeezing Marinette's hand even tighter.

"Now," Dr. Boyer said, "since you have power of attorney, you get to choose whether or not to keep him on life support. Even then, you understand, we can only keep him on life support for so long—since the healthcare system only allows so much of that in hopeless cases."

"Is it truly hopeless?" Sabine said. "Miracles happen, don't they? I have read stories of people coming out of such comas…"

Miracles.

_Miracles._

Marinette's sobbing redoubled. If she had been there as Ladybug, she could have not only stopped the criminal and delivered him to the police, she could have saved her father. Even if she couldn't have kept him from being shot, Miraculous Ladybug would have returned everything to normal. Was there even a way to use Miraculous Ladybug now? Or did it only work in cases when somebody had been Akumatized?

No. It was all too late. There was nothing she could do.

Her father was gone.

"It has happened in the past, yes. But it is very rare, Madame Cheng. You'll have a week or so before the coverage for keeping him on life support runs out."

"Is he suffering?"

The doctor sighed. "No. He's in a vegetative state. He feels nothing."

"I—I'm not ready to say goodbye," Sabine said.

"I understand completely." He handed a manila folder to Sabine. "You'll need to fill all of this out and give it to the nurse at the desk over there. Madame, I'm truly sorry for your loss."

As the doctor walked away, Alya finally broke down into tears. She clung to Marinette, and both of them bawled.

But Sabine sat as though lifeless. The papers fell to the floor and silent tears streamed from her eyes.

* * *

><p>That night, well after midnight, Marinette and her mom finally arrived at home. Alya had had to go home hours ago, but she promised Marinette that she would call the next day. They had to sidestep the bakery, which was crawling with a police forensics team.<p>

Marinette collapsed onto her bed and buried her face in her pillow. She was too wiped to even cry any more.

"I know what you're thinking, Marinette," Tikki said softly. "It's not your fault. Ladybug can't be everywhere at once. And you can't possibly hope to stop all the crime in Paris."

"I know," Marinette said. "I know. But I can't help but feel…"

Tikki gently kissed Marinette's cheek. "Get some sleep. It'll be easier in the morning."

The door in the floor popped open as Marinette's mom came into the room. Tikki hid under the bed.

"Mind if I sleep with you tonight?" Sabine said.

Marinette shook her head.

"I love you, Marinette," Sabine said, as she crawled into bed with her.

"I love you too, Mama."

Wrapped in the safety and love of her mother's arms, Marinette finally fell asleep.


End file.
